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THE SURE HAND 



By John Martin 




JASON THORNTC opened the door of hi* 
Isolated house »nd regarded the panting, 
frightened man on the doorstep. 

"Ruff Hilton?" Thome asked sharply. 
Hilton nodded and came inside quickly, while 
Thome »hat the door. Hilton placed his suit- 
es** on the floor. 

Thorn* smiled thinly. "You act as though 
the police were after you!" he said. 

"They are," Hilton said. Hps trembling. "I 
haven't reported yet on my parole." 

Thome shrugged. "That's no business of 
mine," he said. "Though if they get you, it's • 
year extra." He threw Hilton a narrow glance, 
"You weren't trailed, were you?" 

Hilton shook his head in the negative. 
"All right," Thome said briefly. "Max recom- 
mended you to me. I can use your skill as a 
forger. Obviously you can use the money I'll 
pay you. In fact, if you want m* to, I'll arrange 
for a plane to Mexico immediately. We'll take 
the ticket money out of the thousand dollars 
I promised." 

Hilton nodded and Thome led him into his 
study. 

"My problem is essentially s simple one," 
Thome said. He indicated a stack of half * 
dosen paintings leaning against a bookcase. 
These paintings are by the well-known artist 
Chad Turner who was killed in that plane crash 
« few years ago." 

Hilton had calmed down. He regarded th* 
paintings keenly. "You own them, don't you?" 
he asked. 

Thome smiled. "I acquired them, shall we 
say, from a person who had no idea of their 
value." 

"Then what do you need me for?" Hilton 
suited suspiciously. 

Thorn* sighed. "Unfortunately. Turner did 
net sign these paintings. They were the last 
six or so that he did and are undoubtedly authen- 
tic. But they're not worth selling without the 
signature. That's where you come in, Hilton. 
Max told me you were a wizard with paints and 
ink. Can you duplicate the color on a signature 



of Turner's? I have an authentic painting here 
— signed. Fortunately, Turner always used a 
dark gray for his signatures." 

Hilton indicated his suitcase back in the hall. 
"I've got all my materials in there," he said. 
"It'll be easy to do it. I've got a sure hand, Mr. 
Thome." 

Thome smiled. "Not quite sure enough to 
keep you out of a five-year stretch, as Max told 
me," he said. 

Hilton flushed. His mouth contracted in bit- 
terness. "Everyone can get caught one*. But 
I'm smarter now. I'm getting out— after this 
job. Before we start, Mr. Thorne, how about 
making that plane arrangement?" 

Thorne picked up the phone and contacted 
the city airfield. After obtaining a plac* for 
Hilton on a Mexico-bound plane, he put the 
phone down, saw Hilton examining the paint- 
ings critically. 

"What are they worth, Thorne?" Hilton 
asked. 

"Without the signature only a few hundred, 
but with the signature, roughly twenty thousand 
apiece!" Thorne said. 

Hilton's eyes widened. "And you're only pay- 
ing me a lousy grand?" he demanded. 

Thorne picked up the phone, grinning. "Max 
told me he had other experts he could recom- 
mend. They'd be glad to make a 'lousy grand.' 
Shall I cancel the plane reservation, Hilton— 
and then phone Max for another forger? As I 
remember, you were careless enough to violate 
your parole . . ." 

Hilton glared at him, then the hatred died 
out of his eyes abruptly. 

"Shall we get to work then?" Thorne sug- 
gested. "Now there's one thing about Tur- 
ner's . ■ 

"Wait a minute," Hilton said- "111 bring in 
my suitcase." 

But hs came back empty-handed except for 
a gun. 

"As I was saying," Thorne resumed from be- 
hind his desk where he'd seated himself. "There's 
one . . ." Then he saw the gun levelled at him. 
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His teeth chattered. "Hilton, you fooIT he 
buret out. "Put that gun down! I*U . . ." 

Then the gun barked — twice 1 Thome, strug- 
gling up, fell back in his chair, dead, shot be- 
tween the eyes I 

It was only the work of minutes for Hilton 
to carry the body to the cellar, stuff it in a coal 
bin and return. He cleaned up the traces of 
blood and then opened a phone directory. Obvi- 
ously, from what Max had told him of Thome's 
dealings in stolen art, Thorne must have con- 
ducted his previous business entirely with 
crooked fences. But, as Thorne had said him- 
self, the unsigned Turners weren't stolen. 
Therefore he'd be able to deal with an authentic 
art firm, which would be better in any case, 
since a fence always gave much less than the 
real value of the stolen goods. 

Twenty thousand apiece, Hilton thought as 
he looked up the name of a well-known art 
dealer. Roughly a hundred and fifty thousand 
dollars, counting the one Turner had already 
signed. He selected a name, got on the phone, 
representing himself as Mr. Jason Thorne and 
made an appointment for the next day at noon. 
Over the phone the art dealer told him that, 
should the paintings turn out to be genuine, the 
purchase could be concluded immediately. A bill 
of sale from the previous owner would be re- 
quired of course. 

After hanging up and attending to postpon- 
ing his departure by plane for two days, Hilton 
went through Thome's papers, finding the bill 
of sale. He knew he'd have no difficulty cashing 
any check made out to Thorne. From signatures 
of Thome's Hilton found in his private papers, 
he took several specimens. Then, rapidly, he set 
to work forging the signatures on the unsigned 
Chad Turner paintings. 

In the morning Hilton piled the paintings into 
Thome's car, drove to the art firm. He knew 
some risk was involved, but the reward for the 
risk was worth it. Once the paintings were sold 
and the cash in his pocket, freedom and Mexico 
were only hours away. 

Mr. Hickam. the art dealer, glanced carefully 
over the paintings. Hilton watched him appre- 
hensively, masking his nervousness. 

"So far as the art work itself is concerned, 
Mr. Thorne." Hickam said finally to Hilton, 
"these may be genuine Turners. But I'll have 
an expert on my staff check the signatures. If 
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they're authentic, you can have my check for 
one hundred fifty thousand dollars in an hour." 
Hickam had the paintings taken out, while Hfl- 
ton waited alone in Hickam's office. A glow of 
satisfaction suffused the forger. The bill of sale 
from the previous owner had satisfied Hickam. 
And now he'd promised his check if the signa- 
tures were genuine. 

The door opened and Hickam came back. 
Hilton went pale as he saw the police officer 
come in, following Hickam. 

"There's some irregularity about your paint- 
ings, Mr. Thorne," Hickam said. "And with so 
much money involved, I thought it advisable 
to bring in the police — as protection to both of 
us, of course. You see, you personally claimed 
these signatures to be authentic — but since my 
experts say they're frauds . . ." 

"Frauds?" Hilton echoed, horrified. He 
swayed, suddenly faint. 

"Frauds," Hickam repeated. "Every signature 
on those Turners of yours was different— as 
they would be, normally. But, on authentic 
Turners, the signatures are always identical! 
Turner, for some superstitious reason would 
never sign his own name, so he had a signature 
made by a dealer friend, cut on a stamp, and 
then registered with the patent office. He ap- 
plied it to his paints after they'd dried.vOf 
course, the paints match on your paintings, Mr. 
Thorne. Whoever perpetrated the fraud was a 
genius. But he didn't know the signatures had 
to be exactly alike, so he varied them." Hickam 
glanced at the paintings. "Apparently Turner 
died before he could fix his signature on his 
last paintings. Whoever inherited them couldn't 
have used his stamp signature because that 
would have been a form of forgery with Turner 
dead I" 



HICKAM glanced narrowly at Hilton. "In 
a case like this, with fraud involved, it 
passes by law into the hands of the police. The 
police think they can find some clue in your 
papers. Mr. Thorne. For everyone's protection, 
naturally," he repeated, coughing apologetically. 

Helplessly, Hilton walked out with the cop. 
wondering how it was going to feel dying in 
the hot seat — as the executioner's sure hand 
pulled the switch! 

THE END 
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